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One of the most popular allegations concerning gifted cnildren is that

they "burn out" when they get older. Another, slightly more elegant, way

of expressing this idea is the phrase "eazly ripe, early rot." Both carry

the idea that gifted children as a rule fail to measure up to their child-

hood promise. Like most such claims, the particulars are not made clear.

Do virtually all gifted children fail, most of them, or only seme? Few

people will support, I think, the contention that all gifted children fail

in adult life. Similarly, one would have to be extremely optimistic to

.issume that all gift2d children succeed in life. The question, therefore,

becomes, what is the probability of life failure?

Determining the percentage of gifted children who fail is not the only

problem. One must also ask, fail at what? Many writers In the past, in-

cluding Lombroso and Lehman, have dealt with the idea of the gifted child

as a personal failure, beset with problems, unstable, and all too often

meP.Ing a tragic end. Leais Tcrman demonstiated in his research that tal-

ented youths are not the miserable specimens portrayed by these authors.

In a follow-up study on Terman's group, 00en descr4bed th.2 gifted group at

an average age of fifty. She concluded that these adults were not onsta:le,

and actuall,' had relatively few personal problems in relation to the poptila-

tLon in general. Thc question asked here, then, is whether or in.t the

glfted child occedi; in ntilizlng his intellectual promlse in his adult

career.

The ncxt Tio:;tiom 1 evel 0L achievem,.ut
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Terman sug:%e!;ted that. Ow bet criterion was that. the :;pecial abilities of

the gi.fted child were hein 11CAI otiectivAy in his adult occupation. To

he working au a job far below one's capacities is to be a failure in these

terms. Since gifted children arc umially identified for their in!:ellec-

tual rather than their artistic or athletic ability the careers that would

be appropriate for them can be assumed to be in the professional or busi-

ness management lines. Beyond this basic definition of success, two other

degrees can be identified. 'Inc second is that one is eminent in one's

professional position, not just fulfilling the job requirements well. The

third level of success would be to have achieved an international and en-

during reputation for one's accomplishuirnts. For the moment., the first

level of success will be considered a sufficient goat for the gifted child.

At this point it might be usefui to define my use of the term "gifted

child. The lack of agreement on this point is widespread in the literature

on precocious youth. Cutoffs for being considered gifted from a minimum

1.Q. of 120 in some school districts to the 132 used by -che California

state school system to the 140 used by Terman in his research. Foil the

purposes of this paper, generally intellectually gifted children will be

*hose youths who have achieved an I.Q. of at least 132, either through

testing procedures or through performance of extraordinary fe,,Its at an

early age. This means that such a child is two or more standard deviations

above his average age-mate in intellectual ability.

Three types of evidence can be used in investigating the statement

that gifted children fail as adults. The first type of evidence is that

most commonly used by lily persous, arid usually start. off with, "Well, I

once knew someone who . . ." This kind of evidence, either supportiuF,

o not 5:upportiny, the f-ialure hyputheis, can be quickly dismlsed. For

()Ill', the nwither of fInhjects i small and prol,uhly Pfli represcntative.

t)
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Also, there can be little certainty that the child discussed in the anec-

dote was actu;:lly zn; v,ifted as we are discussing in this paper. Further-

more anecdote are usually for the purposes of illustrating a point aad

therefore conclude when the point is reached. Further information about

the person's life history might reveal an outcome of a far different

nature.

The unacceptability of casual anecdotes has been discussed at some

length, since they are the mot common form of evidence in general conver-

sation. They are not to be confused, however, with case studies. Case-

study methodoogy is useful in areas where controlled experimentation is

impossible or well-planned follow-ups are costly ann diffiCult. In a case

study, the child is verified through some means as having been precocious.

His entire life is then studied and an evaluation made of the deL;ree to

which the adult used the relevant childhood abilities: Until recently,

the case study method wa!,; tho only one avai'able t ) persons interested in

the fate of gifted children. One problem with the method as it was used

it the pilst is that only the most spectacular successes or failures tend to

have their lives recorded in great detail. A child as precocious as Mozart

who maintains his musical proficiency as an adult will have many dorumnts

'o-est.:.rved recording his life's accomplishments. A person such as William

James Sidis, who was a truly remarkable failure, will also be remembered.

Few precocious children who grow up and become average professionals will

have their lives recorded for posterity.

This m,lhod can, however, be made more rigorous when one is dealing

w:th ilodern cisc historiw; as has been shown by Kathleen Montour. First a

thorough chock is made on all the precocious children in recent history

who hnve been written op io plah7.irws or pewspaper!:. The Reader's Guide

ro Periodical Literuture wi I I jet. manv stories. such af: the one life
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magaz.ine rnit in 1945 on Merrill Kenneth Wolf, who in graduating at 14

from Yale, became the youngest B.A. recipient iu American history. Net,

a check is run to determine the adult status of all the:e children.

!any arc still aljve and willing to cooperate in creating up-to-date

case histories. In this way, Ms. Montour has been able to obtain a more

representative sample. She &wt.; not have to be concerned with her sub-

jects being so eminent that their life stories are still extant after

several centuries.

Using the case methoil described, Ms. Montour has located one extreme

failure and quite a. number of precocious ch Aren who did not fail as

adults. The only virtually complete failure was William James Sidis, who

was b-Jrn around the turn of the 20th century. His parents were firm

believers that precocity is a matter of education rather than inherent

ability. Sidis was therefore pushed in his education and was able to

enter Harvard as a full-time student at 11 years of age. The same year

he displayed the extent of his precocty by delivering to an assembly of

Ilarvard professors a lecture of graduate-student quality on the subject

of 4th dimensional bodies. He received his baccalaureate at 15, but

thereafter his life became more bleak. Resentful of his parents and

hounded by the press, Sidis rejected intellectual pursuits and eventually

ended as an impoverished and unemployed computational clerk. This case

IL often cited as an example of an incredibly able youth whose adult

talents were limited to working nothing more complex than an adding machine.

The standard version of the story does not mention, however, that as nn

adult Sidis published a hook on the philoophy of SCLence. This case is

fnmoas in particular due to the notoriety resulting from Sidis suing the

New Yorin.r magaine for publishing his life story. The question that
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remains from this distressing case is, how typical is Sidis' failure.

Can 011,: produce other cases with equally dismal outcomes?

Kathleen Yoatour Ihis found a number of other cases as a result of

her search. They ail countermand the impression r2ceived from the Sidis

case. One of the most interesting as regards the Sidis story is that of

Norbert Wiener, who attended Harvard as a very yourg graduate student at

the same time. Like Sidis, Wiener began college in his early adolescence,

had a demanding father, and was exposed to the press. Re also, however,

obtatned his Ph.D. at 15, was a long-time professor at M.I.T., and founded

the field of cybernetics.

Other cases support this favorable image of precocious children with

successful careers. The Merrill Kenneth Wolf mentioned previously iS now

a well-published professor of neuroanatomy at the University of Massachu-

ser.:s. Charles Louis Fefferman received his Ph.D. in mathematics from

Princeton at barely 20. At 22, he became the youngest person ever appointed

a full professor at the University of Chicago. At 27, he recently re-

ceived one of the most lucrative prizes offered for scicIntific achievement--

$150,0001 Paul Dudley, who received his Harvard B.A. at 14, later became

tha Massa:_hu3cItr3. John Trumhell, a faluous painLer,

spent a year and a half at Yale before graduating at 17. Robert Woodward,

a Nobel prize-winning chemit, received his Ph.D. from M.I.T. at 20 years

of age. Two of the famcr..; "Quiz Kids" are now resp2ctively a full profes-

sor at the University of Connecticut and a research associate at a large

mining company. A woman with au I.Q. of 185 who read Plutacch for fun at

the age of four became a noted journalist. A child composer discovered

by Terman is aow, as an adult; listed in Who's'"ho in American Women for

her musical achievem
,.-

.11Ls. Her 15/-i.Q. brother is chairman of thc-

department of i-c an riles at a famous university. These cases provici-.. sub-
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-stautial !:upport to the contention that precocity is a forerunner or

adult career success, not of adult failure.

it mu:-.t. be admitted, thot0i, that case studies do have their prob-

lems. The precocious childrtal of yesteryear must be willing in later life

to cooperate with the investigator. One can reasonably assume that those

who are lesssuccessful wilt be less eager to cooperate. Tho'-:e who feel

that they have lived up to their childhood promise will be most willing to

reveal their life histories. This means that a bias is created in the

data, due to losing track of the less successful men aad women. This

probtem can he partially solved by using records that are open to the pub-

lic. Another difficulty harder to overcome is 'chat women, once they are

married, usually become hard to trace. Another type of evidence that can

be offered that does not suffer from the problem of retrospective studies

is data from longitudinal research.

Th2 clasie longitudinal study was begun by Lewis Terman at Stanford

University in 192i. He identified 1528 children (857 boys and 671 girls)

from the California.publio school 1,ystem who had I.Q.'s of 140 or more.

A number of systematic follow-ups have been done on this gifted group

over the years.

One question that can be answered from longitudinal data that could

not be from case daLa is whether or not the intellectual ability of pre-

cocious children dissipates in adult life. Oden deals with this point

both in her monograph and in her article with Bayley. The gifted children

in Torman's :u_inly had been identified u:Ang the Stanford Binot test, but

this t.e!;t wa!: inadequate for use with able adults. Therefore, thf.! Concept

Mastery Test v.a!; clvelnp,:d to assess the intellectual ability of the gifted

adult group. Two form:: of this difficult test of verb.il reas,milv,,, were
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were administered twice in the adult years to almost 800 of the original

subjects. One form was given when they were on the average 30 years of

age; the other was given 10 years later.. The results were that in adult:-

hood the Termin group scored far above the mean, as they had done in

childhood. In fact, 146 of the group who did not go beyond college still

scored as well as graduate students at a major university. It would

appear that regardless of their career success, gifted children do uot

burn out inr_ellectually as adults.

Oden also presents datz relevant to determining the probability of

career success. Of the 857 males in the Terman group, career data was

available for 759. Eighty-six percent of these men were in professional

or managerial positions. The list of distinctions that-. these men have

earned is quite impressive. Among them, they have written 200 books,

2500 professional articles, 800 more articles of either a iiterary or

general nature, and have been awarded 350 patents. Eight-one appear

in the American Men of Science, 46 in Who's Who in America, and 10 are

listed in the Dictionary of'American Scholars. Less than 3% were em-

ployed in semi-skilled or unskilled labor. The majority, therefore, of

the gifted boys did not "rot" in their occupations. They lived into

their 50's, working at jobs that utilized their intellectual ability.

Longitudinal data on women is presented both in the Oden monograph

and in a recent article by Paulears. Oden reports that half of the

women were only housewives and the other half worked either full or part-=---

time. Sears contrasted the Terman females with a group of average-ability

women in the same age bracket who had been studied by the Institute for

Social Research aL the University of Michigan. She found that the Terman

gifted women were significantly better educated than the average-ability

group. Sixty-seven per,:ent. had graduated from college as oppo:-;ed to 8Z.
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The gi Med wo:;en were also employed at a signi ficantly h4,1wr rate zuid

were gni t icant I 'i to hold pro f esni ona I_ or manager i a 1 po:: ions

(t)I'D Compared to i 11 1,k'llet al, then, the Terman group have a much

more imaressive recoud 01 educational and oecuiwtional achievement.

Both the loagitedinal and the case study data suggest that the alle-

gation of curly rot being asl-lociated with precocity is not true. Yet

the notion thut these talented children will fail does persist. I would,

therefore, like to examine the idea of failure a bit more closely. In the

beginning of this paper I drew distinctions among three, kinds of occupa-

tional success. The criterion used thus far in the paper was the least

stringent. To succeed a person had to hold a job that utilized his intel-

lectual abilities.

The other two standards of success that were mentioned were being emi-

nent in one's profcssion and being eminent at a level that brinYs inter-

national and historical acclaim. I would like to suggest that it is the

latter two criteria that. the adult performances of gifted children is

measured against, and against which their performance is found lacking.

I would also like to sugge:;t that t:,,!se are not reasonable criteria of

success.

To have an I.Q. of 132 places one in the top two percent of the popu-

lntion in intelligence. According to an article by Wolfle, the professional

and managerial jobs constitute about 27 of the occupations held by the

total population. It would appear that to be in the upper two percent

of the popnlation in intelligence and to aspire to a professional

career is a reasonable goal for a gifted child. Volfle offers further

(Vi (1111(0 that a person wi tl on 1.Q.)..is not unusual in profe.:;sional posi-

Lions. In his article he ::tate that the median I.Q. of Ph.D. recipients

between 19!I and 19)0 w:Is 131 iu; memilred with the Army Generl Classifi-

cation 1 e t. lhe Coly Tt ftu;tety TeLA handbook tho mc:nt 500cc of
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research scientists as 11S, of creative writers as 156, nd of thr Terman

group as 137. From these figures it can be seen that high intelletual

ability is not eceptional in professional classes, but fairly common.

These data indicate that a precocious child who grows up to be a pro-

fessional will face competi.ton frOm intellectual equals. Thus, the compe-

tition he faces within his occupational group will.be much more difficult

than that which he faced in his childhood school-days. Only a very small

number of professionals ever attain eminence in their field against such

competition. To use this criterion of success seems unreasonably strin-

gent.

jThe use of this criterion may arise from a faulty perceptioa of what

constitutes the appropriate reference group. As a child, the precocious

youth was identified as being outstanding in referem( to his age-mates

in general. Even if he becomes a professional wn as an adult, the

appropriate reference group will still be his age-mates in general.

The tendency, however, is to compare him with his current peer group,

which is other professionals. One do,.-.s not want htm to be better than

the population in general; one wants him to be more successful than his

profession in general. To this day of thinking, it is the rank position

that is important, not the relevancy of the reference group.

If a professional does achieve eminence, It must be due to factors

other than simple intel lectual ability. That this is indeed the case has

been shown by both Oden and by Roe. Oden took the 100 most successful

Terman men aud compared them tc the 100 least successful. The most suc-

cessful were eminent in their respective fields. The. least successful

were in professional posAtions but did not have the stature or impressive

of the others. Odea found that the TInjor differences between the two

groups were that tilt: very succeful 1;:k211 came from supportive families
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and thit th-y per:;ou.1 v had a very high level of motivation. 'ihe less

succes!.--Jul wore more apt to coiw trom hems with lower educati.n1 and

in.ome cud one:; which did It..)( ill:;ti1.1 a drive for professional eminen(le.

The charact,:ritics of EY. eminent ::cientists An variow.; discipline: were

,itudied by Roe. She also discoerL 'that thee outsc.anding men were

characterized by their "driving aborption in their work." ;The has

noted too that over half of these men came from professional families.
.

These two factors, supportive families and persomil motivation, appear

to be as important as inherent ability in becoming an eminent professional.

Emineace, therefore, cannot be predicted solely on the basis of in-

tellectual precocity. General intelligence scores are not designed to
-

detect extra-ordinary motivatlional levels nor specific extremely high

abilities.

There is another facet of the "early ripe, early rot" phenomenon

that suggests the allegation is related to inflated expectations and not

actual performance. This is the difference in attitudes toward gifted

men and women. For a gifted man to succeed, he must rank at the top of

his profession as he ranked at the top of his male peers. Gifted women,

thou211. are usually rnrssidered to havo so,cooacA 4f they ju.--.t attain

professiOnal status. This produces a rank ordering in their cases similar

to the position they held relative to other girls in their childhood.

One hears little about gifted girls "burning out" if they become average

professionals. From this, it can be seen that the evaluation of success

is keyed to the top or the immediate reference group, no matter what the

actual eminence of this grou) .

The final criterion of succes: to be considered is that of eminence

at the interional ic-Jel which eoduve:: throught.,ut history. Peopie who

are ciipahlo of achieviu t this livel are often called "genin:;ef;." It

ii



is an historical. fact that the study of the gifted child 1...; an cutgrowth

of the study of the greac mon of history. Galtou's,early work was con-

cerned -7ith prominent English men of science. Terman certainly 11:1(1 this

criterion of achievement in mind when he entitled his five volumes

Genetic Studies of Genius. It wE.s Catularine Cox, however, who tied the

two clreas of research together.

Cox vas interested in determining the intelligence quotient for a

sizeable number of great men. To do this, given the then current defin

ition of intelligence, she had to show that they had been precocious as

children. She took 300 famous writers, explorers, artists, philosophers,

politicians, generals, scientists, and inventors. Using historical

records, she was able to demonstrate that virtually all great men had been

precocious children. Unfortunately, many people have taken this to be a

reversible statement. That is, it is often assumed inappropriately that

all precocious children will. be great men.

Those of us who work with SHPY can vouch for the fact that this attie-

tu0.e does indeed exist. We have been in operation in the state of Mary

land for only five !ears and a number of persons have complained that

we have discovered no one of Calois' or Newton's historical stature.

This'attitade is obviously not concerned with the antecedent probability

of genius level achievement, but with miracles.

We have said that children with I.Q.'s in the top two percent are

defined as precocious. With a current U.S. population of 250 million

people that makes for some five million persons with this level I.Q.

Considered over the centuries, this number becomes even larger. Eveu

tripling Coy::: number of geniuses throughout history to almost 1;000, the

nrobability of any One prec()CiOW: child growing up to be Ein:Itein is

L
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extremely sMall. It should also be reali:.ed that eminence of this stature

is an historical phenom,,noa that depends oa having an ability that is

valued highly by one's ::,oficty. Also, the opinion of society is not al-

ways consistent . eval u;:t ion or sliakespeare has changed :,v,r'/l t i

in the four hundred years that his works have survived.

In conclusion, th'e empirical evidence has not supported the contention

that precocious children burn out as adults. if one uses the criterion of

41-

usl:.g their abilities at an appropriate level, most precocihildren

will grow up and fulfill their.potential. Using the criterion of eminence

in one's professional group has been shown to be a casr: of using the wrong

referenc. group. Also, the antecedant probabilities of being a genius
so

has been demonstrated an o be/small an to be irrelevant for evalimition

of precocious children.

A final point is that 11.11 inappropriate criteria may have serious

consequences to the life of a particular precocious child. The self

concept of a gifted child is tied to what he 3nd his parents view as a

reasonable level of success. ff this level is EWL at too high a level,

the precocious child is bound to experience a sense of failure in his

adult life. One might ask the questtoa, though, if these lar:t two cri-

teria h.ave any importance oLht!r than a cur i ()Ldt. . Unfortunately,

llusions such as are created by the use of ther:e two criteria that

gifted children fail as adults have a very real effect on talented youths.

Parents fear having precocious children and str.M.e to protect them

from their certain failure. They and educators strive to stipp-ress signs

of this unwholesome auceler;mion. Nven worse, they imly pass on this fear

to the child himself. H- and they feel that it ho does not bco:m.

another Charler, ter m.in ha!, failed Itit potent ia Civen this t i

rude, parent 7, ,And t i 1,1rt.it i 1 1 ; [ t y ; , v ,
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into !:i i i It compel.: 1. t ion where t lie. chi Id' s ith ii I I y In uclin.tir,ed but his

appare[1 t. rank position dropt:;. This can be devastating to a child's ego

if left too long. Keepini, .1 child in hls lock:;tep allow:: him to per-

ceive himself on at the pinnacle of achievement. When the competition

changes as he goes through college, he will begin to perceive his actual

rank ordering in regards to his able peers. Only the very few will be

allowed to continue with the correct perception that they are at the top

of their profesional pec17.ing order. By being allowed to remain in the

wrong 1;r of competitors, the child and his parents develop an erroneous

f;t2t. of expecrations and usc the wrong criteria to judge his late.: perfor-

mance. This sort of behavior leads people to think that a l4-year-old

who is placed in college should be at the head of his class. They do

not realize that he is at the head of his age-mates class, but it would

be absuid to think th:It any but the very few will ever be at the head of

the whole luunan species.


